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are learned* Studies indicating thmt. students vho have writing 
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vritersr implying that, they are referring to a monitoring device* The 
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and for acquisition as students become able to jutiliz^ both^these * 
channels' on the p^th .to prQj|Niction* (TJ) 
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Each semester, as ^teachers of Composition, we are faced witli students 

whose production of the written language js e^ctremely inVdequate for nwst 

* *' ^ 

communicative purposes.- Yet there are always sofne students wjio can write* 

I should like to sugcjest^ome theoretical explanat4ons to account for the 

fact that some people are |>etter able to connntinicate in writing than others. 

Only if we consider the factors that contribute to individual differences 

will we be able to identify what the issues in composition teaching really . 

are. For we would all like to make our classrooms as -effective as possible 

in fostcri-ng student improvement. To do that we must tiegin by trying to ' 

understand what learning is all about and hoy to foster its growth- ■ 

I shall be^ppro'aching the problem of individual variation from a 

^^^^ 

perspective that does not focus on any of the important discussions modern, 
T^ietoriCians are currently engaged in, but Which focuses instead on some 
issues being investigated iff the field of second language acquisition research 
We find that several recent studies in adult second language acquisition 
suggest an organizing framework which -^'s directly applicabl^' to the , ; 
^ative speaker learning to write his/her own language. An important paint 
is that these insights ftx)m psycholinguistics have as their primary focus 
the description of. t^je learner/writer^not as someone who nfeeds to be . 



trea^ted for deficiencies but as someone whose mental processed must be 
understood. Such a descriptive approach provides some cogen^Texplanati' 
to account "for the differing performance of individual students ar 
to generate research questions which wiU hopefully lead to,t*^ 
of appropriatej)edagi)gic^l methods and niate^ri^ls. 

In the past three years, a new theory of secono^ 
emerged which is Known a$ "monitor theory," developed 



o 
o 



The| two major featu|res of the niodel pp^'itcd by monitor, theoify^which we 
sh^n be concerned wi th and which con be directly related to the acquisition 
of writing are (1) the distinction drawn^ Betv/een possible paths of internaji 
zvftg certain language skills {learning vs. acquisition^ , and (2) *the 
ejftplanatibn for individual variation, 
L-EARNIN6 VS. ACqfelTIOH 

/ Let us firs^ take aOook ajt cen'tain underlying psyehol irigUistic 

/ / / ^ . . ^ ' 

/assumptions that / mor\i tor theory makes. Lang*mge is viewed as rule- 

^ i ' . , , ' ' , ' _ * ^ 

.governed behav^pr, but there are tv^o^vfays in which this behavior becomes^ 
a part of arij/ one individuals language performance. The -first way is 
through acguisfition^ whith Krashenf defines as ".follows: ; 

The technica;! term Janguaqe acquisjticm is used ..^to refer to 

the linguistic abili^ties are intevnaltzed "naturally,?' 
^ that is, without conscious focusing on linguistic forms. It 

appeafjS to require\ minimally, participation in natural " 
^ commuhjication situati^y^s.f.'. g 

Language ac(^uisition^s ai subconscious process. , 

The primarylexample of acquisition is the way in v/hich children'gain 
knowledge ojf their first language, their mother tongue. . * 

The second path to attaining a linguistic skill is, in corrtrast to 

acquisition, a conscious process which Krashen calVs learning^ and4jJefines 

^ \ ' ' ' \ . _ ^ / ' 

as foT'Tows: . ' " 

i Lancuage learning is a conscious process, and is the result 

of either a fonnal language learning situation or k self-study 
program. Formal learning situations are characterized by, the' 

/ presence of feedback or error correction^ largely absfentin 
acquisition environments, and '*rule isolation," tfie presentation 

/ of artificial linguistic environments....- - - " ^ . 

/ There are many reaso*(ts to suppose that learning to wrivtens 'in many 
wa)fs more comparable to leaning an9ther language fhan it is to learning to 



speak. Thusj^ a model for setond, language acquisition and learning may have 

something to say a^out learning to write, ^ ^ , \ 

Several other ^esearchers have addressed the issues which the.distinc- 

tion between acquisition and lea]r;ning captures. For example* Elaine Chaika 

"make? th^ claim- that learning to writers a language learning problem. 

Stie says j\ ..telling studenjts to 'talk on paper* misleads them. It falsely 

iSijpl'ies that/:Writii1g is as easy and natural as talking, and patently, if, 
4 

is not/' ■ In focusing on the problems of v/riting, Chaika is positing an 
.^^explanation similar to the approach pne of the^major twentieth cenjajf^""" 

psych&lTngfcfi-st5^, Lev V^gotsky,. first articulated ifl-ttrS^^SO ' s : ^ 

' / ' " " — ' ^ 

In speaking (the child] is hardly conscious of the sounds he 

pr^onounces and quite unconscious of the mental operations he ^ . 

* performs. In" writing, he must take cognizance of the sound 

fuctt^re of each word, dissect it, and reproduce Tt in alpha- 
ical symbols, which he musj have studied and meroorized 
ore* . . . Wri tten language demands conscious vjork. ^ 

' The fact S«hat wt^iting^difiers from speaking in thfe important ways both 

Chaikp and, Vygotsky mention is furthe'r discussed by Janet Emig. In de- 

tailing t|i differences between speaking and jwriting, Emig notes, among 

' other chair^cteVi sties, that (!) writing is "learned" while talking is. 

. "naturat";; J2) writing is"technologicaV'; talking "organic" and (3) most 

writing Is; ^lowei:^han most talking. 

Such qffffereoces can be related to so-called first-order and^second- 

order proce^sesi which Emtg explains: "First-order processes ^talking and 

list^pf^ a^e a cquired .v/ithout formal or systematic instruction; the second 

ortfer proceasW of reading and writings tend to be learned initially only 

with the aidi^of fomial .and systematic instruction." 

Thus, tnh^ word pairs conscious/learned and unconscious/acquired are 

critical in 4tt of those discussions. 'Chaika, Vygotsky and Emig all use 



one or-rrtOfe.or t:hese Vords In ways that parallel Krastmn's definitions,. . ^ 
The crucial poifit these comments ttave in conrripn is the. Way in which 
. conscious procedures are described as necessary factors in fostering, 
writing skills. All jthree researchers point to the writer as. someone who 
haS^an.ac,tive and aware t*d1e ip the writiijg process* But while they do 
assign a'r6jle;tt) learning as,a"w^y of 'internalizing knowledge, they^ 
do not suggest ways in which unoonscious processes - what Krashea is * 
terming acquisition - can also, b'e a faii^or in developing fluejicy In, 
Mjfriting, & Doint I sKall return to ^bsequently. What is important to 
'consider .iSf that these tv/o ways of internarizing knowledge can both be 
seen as systems v/hich allow access to Information required to write success- , 
fully. We need to be asking* ourselves whether our classrooijf procedures 
capitalize on this dual path to performance. " 

Writing is actually a complex task vmcli requires* the simultftnepus 
control oyer a number of processes, all of which involve chdiqes. '^ygotsky, 
pointed out. that writing cannot occur without mastery of a^/fjting system* 
This first skill - graphology appears to follow a movement from ^'leVrnipg** 
i^t to 'internalizing it on a sub-conscious level. Such a transition appears 
to be possible for many sensori-mdtor s^cills, though not necessarily foV ; 
other sorts of informatipn. There is no evidence to support the idea thkt ;^ 
other choices in writing can go fHrough lihe same stages of teach-learn-pei^orm 
unconsciously-. No patter how many parallels can be drawn, the totality, of 
learning to write is not like the totality of learning to ride a bicycl^e, 
W|ien we say our students don't know how to write, we are usually talking 

*about people who have mastery over the alphabet, but who may or pay not 

4 1 

have mastery^ over middle-l^vel areas (such, as morphology ^ind syntax}, and who 

I ' ' ' 

frequently lack the ability to handle (uacro-level, rhetorical choices. In 



fact, these various ipa^tery levels are often used as- explanation to 



account for different student populations* The remedial student at one 
, school migKt be placed in a regular freshman class at another, * . ^ 

Many programs in composition still concentrate "on a stills apprpacft 
Failure to write well is seen as the absence of a particular skill whicli 
can fcre "taught** to Students, This apprgach a^ssUmes^that the problem can 

' V ' f 

J>e remedied by a conscious * rather th^n unconscious attention to issues i 

writing. We have,, however, not yet'begiin to identifymhich Vevel of 

" ^ ^ . 

choices in writing are subject to conscious inspection fbr ryTe adherencje 
and which level of choices is best sorted tut through unconSipfous '*feel 
*The jionitor model proposes that language pef'Yormers have jn their 
linguistic data banJc a theoretical device which can .examine an utterance 
for grammaticality and appropriateness,. Krashen posits that jn second 
language production, the'aj:quired system initiates ^production, and. 
^en cortditi^ns permit, 'the consciously learned system can intrude and 
f an utterance, often before it actually is sp6ken_or 



alter the shape o 



written down. It is therefore Impossible to *"it©nitor** what one does not 

• J 

know on some level. 

In schematizing the writing process in" terms consistent vdth the > 

/X- ■ ' ' ■\ 

nronitor model, the obligatory first stage (whichTJinitiates production) is > 

■ . . ' " ! 

the process of learning hoiv to make .marks on a page in a particular code* j 

At the' stage where the writer produces sentences oif Kis by h^r own ^on-^ 

structiAn^ these sentences will approximate standarjd written English in 

direct proportion to the writer*s mastery ov^r the morphosyntactic rules 

of the* language I It Is important to^^i^'ess ,thatv«tj^ mastery can be ^ 



conscious or unconscious, that i5, mastery caa^ste 



\ 



from an .•^ctfuired pro- 



ficiency 'or a learned one* What does appear to be the case is that these * 
sorts of features - the mor^hosyntactic "rMles" * lend themselves to 
ryle isolation and «an be taj/ght to student? to forin*part of the monitor 
for those people who lack an acquired mastery system. ^ 

loweyer,. even the combination of ".creative constructibn" and correct 
standl^T;d writfensEnglish is not sufficient to produce that amorphous' 

entity "good prose" without the. addition of mastery over discourse level 

* i ^ * 

^principles (rhetoric). ^Efec^y^e discourse level ^inciples are difficult 
to *'chuRk" arid difficult to define, at this level a monitor of ''grajpatical i ty 
.and appropriateness" (Krashen^s terms) seems to have no role.* I would like 
tt^^suggest that ^ combinatiQjn of #c^onscious and unconscious knowledge 
combines to form a kind of discourse monitor, which is closely related to 
editing. Hy use of the term ^'monitor"' here is meant to refer to a^ theore'tical 
orerseer which looks at the message and adjusts it appropriately without , * 
necessarily appealing to a specific 'Vule*' to do so. < ^ , 

Before pursuing the implications of . the model, let us first look at 
the ^Second aspect of the monitor model which merits our attention, namely^ 



the explanation it provides for variation in individual perlDrmance, 



INDIVIDUAL VARIATION , ^ 

Anyonje wi'th any teaching experierice has come across obviously intelligent 
students who eVjtdence controUov'er -standard written English, and equally ^ 
intelligent studeiDts who, are dysfunctiopal writers. ySuch i^ also the case 
in second language situations whore fluency is by no means^uniform for 
apparently;^/*ntatched" populations of^students. * 

S tudies hAvo shown that successful 12 performers have developed useful 
and effective fTioiutoring techniques, whereas non-successful porfomiors have 



not. J/arious case stt^dies of, adult second language fearners seerii to 

support the hypoth^esis that the>^e are three types of monitor users'i^jiyiarusers, 
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underusers, and^bptimal users, ^ Oterusers, who tnopitor aVl the, time, are 



characterized by hesitancy in their speech and attention tQ tortn wh^n v/riting. 

At the other extreme are und'erusers, viho se^m to have 'an aggressive personality 

type, and who focus on content and communicatijon when speak\ng* -Optimal 

^ monitor users edit their L2 "output when it does not interfere with communica* 

tion. Such editing results- in varia^e performance, that is, different types 

* * * 

and numbers o^f-^ errors o^cur under different conditions, 

A^cjjpse look at successful and unsuccessful v/riters can provide further 

insights into individual variation, ^ ■ ^ " ' . 

A study of 927 freshmen at the University of Miami bjf John ttoodv/ard 

and Arthur PhiTlips ranked the sample based on grades received* in the 

previous semester's writing course. They found that students who were » ■ 

^ not required to write any themes in their high school English classes ranked 

-more frequ^sntly than ejxpected in the "poor** category, and the'same was true 

for those students v/ho reported'not being required" to read any books aside 

from textbooks during their senipr year in high school, ^ ' . ' . * 

This study would seem to suport the conclusion that a combination of 

learning {e,g, previous high school trattTing in writing) and acquisition 

' ' (e,.g, -reading) will lead to success An freshman English, . In'a later study 

focusing on the in-process behavior of^good writers, Charles Stallard exemtned 

15 high school seniors who scored highest on a standard efssay test compared 

to a random sample of IS'.who had not scored high. He foUnd that good 

students consistently spont'^more time v/riting and more time pre-writing/ 

-The good v/riters also made significantly more revisions on both the word 



behavK 



^ and paragraph level. Another behavioral difference noted was the number 

'of times the good writers stopped ^nd re-reoj^ parts of their essay or 

made Changes, whereas the random/sample members rarely stopped at 

point iji their v/rHing to contemplate what they had written. 

-A 

If we consider the concept of monitoring here, it appears that good 
students more often "appeal" to some sort of ^nonitoring "device by taking 
the time to consider their pro'duct and allowing a cQ^^scigtis examination 
of what they have written down In a "free" sort of situation. But what 
is It that allows a ftudent to make the changes that Stallard points to? 
What passes through these students' heads they contemplate and then 
change their product? , - 

Earlier I suggested the existence of a discourse le^veT^ monitor. What 
appears to bejiappenlng In the student's conscious examination is an 
attempt to sort out v/hat Is^ v/orking^from v/hat Isn' t worKlng In a particular 
piece* of prose. To call .this "process^"editing" is to lump "together severaV 
behaviors into one category. Purely morphosynfacti^ changes, for example, 
. can result frqm an appeal to a learned rule v/h'ich the student has stored in 
memory. For other students, the "rules" ha-ve probably been at^tijuired, and 
a slip of the pen 1^ corrected by a recognition of an error through a "feel" 
approach In which it would be inaccurate to pofnt to a rule gs a mediattng 
force. ^ ^ 

' However, Stallard's sabjects^made changes in macro-level or discourse 
areas as welK The writfng b<shavior of the^e ^dents would seem to point to 
a I5nd of violatipn sign flashing in their heads. Tltis' "uli-oh" can be 

triggered by "a cons.clous racognition -of having broken 6r ignored a particular 

11 ' - ' 

dictum or can be triggered by a vaguer feelnng that son^ething is somehow 

■ ' \ 
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wrong. What Is crucial is that even this -latter type of recognition has 

1 Jo be conscious or the-student would not have stopped to make changes, 

just as was \seen in^the behavior of Stallard's random stimple. 

Such a behavioral pattern 1s supported in a recent study by Richard 

12 

Beach on extensive revisers vs; non-revisers. What he found shows that 

^ /* ' 

revisers, lil^e optimal monitor users, know when and where and how to use 

the full resources of learned and acquired srystems, while non-revisers 

have few or no intuitions about the possible uses of monitoring for 

either form or content: ' * ^ 

■ f...the extertsive revisers conceived of revising as involving 
substantive changes in content and form; conceived of free^ 
writing as highly tentative;' abstracted key points that served' 
as a blueprint for predicting deveioprrient in later dr^afts; ^ 
- and detached tiiemselves from their writing. Nonrevisers con- ^ ^ 
ceived of revising as involving minor changes in form; conceived 
of their free-v/riting as needing little further development; 
- y rarely predicted changes for, subsequent drafts; and wer^ often 
unv/illing to criticize themselves. 13 ^ 

PEDAGOGICA L I MPLICATIONS * ^ ^ 

\ ! . * ' 

' The psycholinguistic model we have been discussing suggests that language 

^ ' \ 

pejiformance results from a combination of learned and acquired systems, ^ 

While children ftave'an innate (Rapacity to acquire spolten fluency in their 

native tongue, all evidence seeffts to suggest that there is no parallel 

innate capacity to exl)ress on^elf in acceptable Written form. 

-The composition teacher has traditionally followed the approach of 

devoting his or her attentions ta v/hat appeared most teachable - resulting 

In ah. emphasis on editing skills and algorithms for form. But'too many 

of .the skills required for writing are not "skills" at all - thisy are 

creative processes whi^h must be acquired if -they are to truly be in 

the student's control . 
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First language acqihi-si tiOn^esearch demonstrates, that childnen act^ulre 
language mor^ by interacting v/ith it than by imitating it- ^^ome of the 
qualities of ''mothercso" tan be transferred to the writing cTa.ssroc?^ - 
situation* The workshop approach is one method that direct!/" encouragt^s 
acquisition; the small group interaction gets the student to focus on * 
generating ideas, cUri^ing jSSints, and reaching an audience rather thar) . 
focusing on adhering to rules that may block creativity- In addition, since 
studies have shown a correlation* between reading and v/riting, reading for 
the purpose of "immersion" in the language rather than for' imitatioji o^ 
for launching discussions appears to be andther hi ghly .recomiziended activity 
to stimulate acquiSitioQ." * ' - 

While U may , be that students who exhibit faulty syntax, as Chaika' - ' 
'Tn&nHoned, have "gaps^ in their knowledge,'' other types of gaps resulting 
in fauTty form are, harder to plug with discrete point rule isolation. 

If we accept the. division of writing into micrp and ^acro level concerns, 
we can see that both levels offer a role to a monitor.ing device. On the 
mttro level, the mebhanics of English can become stored in memory and con- 
suited to check ^orm. {Learning to use a good handbook can cut dowr\ on 
memory o\terloadJ On the macro-level,^ the monitor can -watch, over such 
discourse level issues as v/hether or not the argument is proceeding 
logically, whether the ^transitions have ^iven the'correct signposts to 
the reader, Whetfier the e^say is coherent. Such a monitor seems to^allow 
,some students to compare the product of their writing in a gestalt kindVf 
method to aome mental approximation pf the norm for standard. Written 
English, 'But there are Vther students who have^ mental approximation 
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of this, norm; Learning aione (''monitorf>^g") ^ioes not appear successful 
with this population, and. increased acquisition bec'ofi^es crucial, 

In surrtmary,. v/hat the monitor njode] has to tell composition teachers, 
is that^tudeots can^ be helped,- Uhdt we^need to concern ourselves with 
is making the classroom, a place for both "monitor - building" (learning) 
and for acquisl^tion. The writer in the process of\ric*nng needs to 
maximally utilize both these channels on the path to production. 
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